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Preface

This collection of papers presents a representative selection of N1J’s port-
folio of gang-related research. The genesis was the upsurge in gang crime
beginning in the mid-1980s, which prompted NIJ to expand research in
this area.

N1J’s major focus is to generate research-based knowledge that can
inform policy and be useful for practitioners. For that reason, the emphasis
in this volume is on evaluations. An evaluation may indicate a program works
or doesn’t, but in either case the information can be applied by those seeking
solutions to similar problems. The evaluation of Boston’s initiative to halt
youth gang violence offers hope that focused law enforcement deterrence
works. The assessment of the G.R.E.A.T. program demonstrates that school-
based prevention can have favorable results.

Police chiefs and local policymakers can use evaluation findings to help
develop strategy and deploy resources or move in new directions. Not only
were the studies in this volume launched with an eye to practice, but some
are themselves the product of researcher-practitioner collaboration. Again, the
Boston project is an example, with its partnership of local law enforcement
and academics tackling youth homicide. Practitioners and researchers working
together in Orange County, California, developed a system for tracking gang
crime.

In N1J research, collaboration plays a major role. Through the National
Youth Gang Consortium, a coalition of Federal agencies, N1J works to reduce
youth involvement in gang crime. The Consortium is administered by the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), an agency
with which NIJ has had a long and productive relationship in addressing juve-
nile offending. In addition to OJJDP, several other Consortium members
supported studies in this volume, sponsored the programs evaluated, or other-
wise contributed. This pooled expertise in different fields adds to the strength
of the volume.

We are fortunate in having as editors Winifred L. Reed and Scott H.
Decker. Dr. Decker is with the Department of Criminology and Criminal
Justice at the University of Missouri and has been conducting research on
gangs and related issues for more than two decades. His extensive experience
is no doubt the source of his perceptive and forthright introductory com-
ments. Winifred Reed, a Social Science Analyst with N1J, has similar depth
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of experience, having managed the agency’s portfolio of gang research for
the past 10 years.

What’s presented between these covers is not the final word on gang
research. If we have learned a great deal, a great deal is still unknown.
Working with practitioners and researchers, NI1J continues to identify
knowledge gaps. The risk factors for gang membership are known, but are
there protective factors? Are prison gangs related to street gangs? What can
be done to encourage gang members to leave the gang? What is the role of
the media and popular culture in the genesis and spread of gangs? These are
only a few questions in a long list, and as Scott Decker makes clear in his
elaboration on research gaps, the list in no way exhausts the possibilities.

This volume helps fill the knowledge gap with information that can be
applied to operations. It suggests that through research we may achieve a
degree of understanding that enables those in the field to maximize preven-
tion, intervention, and suppression.

Sarah V. Hart
Director
National Institute of Justice
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A Decade of Gang
Research: Findings
of the National
Institute of Justice
Gang Portfolio

Scott H. Decker, Ph.D.
Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice
University of Missouri-St. Louis




A Decade of Gang Research: Findings of the National Institute of Justice Gang Portfolio

In 1983, sociologists Hedy Bookin-Weiner and Ruth Horowitz asked
whether the end of the youth gang was “fad or fact.” Although their concern
was largely with the influence of politics and ideology on both the funding
and the nature of research about gangs, the fundamental question regarding
the “end” of youth gangs seemed a reasonable one. After all, the major gang
“epidemic” of the 1960s had appeared to subside in most cities except,
most notably, in Chicago and Los Angeles. Gangs had certainly faded from
the research agendas of most criminologists, as shown by the lack of empirical
and theoretical work using gangs as a focal point. But like many cyclical behav-
iors, including crime (Klein 1995b), gangs returned. And with their return
came increased attention from the research community.

This volume represents one segment of the increased attention that gangs
received during the past decade. That decade saw a dramatic increase in the
level of funding for gang research. Federal agencies, led by the U.S. Department
of Justice’s National Institute of Justice (NI1J) and Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services’” (HHS’s) Administration for Children and Families and National
Institute on Drug Abuse, and the U.S. Department of Education, have made
substantial contributions to the expansion of knowledge about gangs, gang
interventions, and the characteristics of individual gang members. The selec-
tions in this volume were funded primarily by N1J. Although these are not the
only federally funded projects in this topic area, they represent some of the
more prominent and visible ones.

Bookin-Weiner and Horowitz suggested (1983: 599) that gang research,
particularly work funded by Federal agencies, will be influenced profoundly
by the dominant ideology of the time regarding crime, and that suppression
has been the dominant ideology. It is important in this context to distinguish
between the ideology underlying gang research and the ideology underlying
gang intervention. Clearly, their suggestion was that suppression and deter-
rence strategies will be reflected in research and practice funded by the
Federal Government.

One of the most influential federally funded research projects (Spergel
and Curry 1993) documented that although suppression was the dominant
response to gangs, it was perceived to be the least effective. Even among law
enforcement respondents in that study, it was perceived as less effective than
providing social opportunities through job training and education. In addi-
tion, as Malcolm Klein (1995a) noted, little serious evaluation research has
focused on antigang suppression efforts, which suggests that the relationship
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among Federal funding, political ideology, and research findings is much more
complicated than might be expected. Indeed, much of the gang research pre-
sented in this volume suggests that simple predictions from researchers or law
enforcement are likely to be wrong. Research is not motivated by political
ideology or a commitment to a particular outcome, but is conducted because
there is a pressing need for information to guide decisionmaking.

The works collected in this volume reflect a diverse set of methodologies
and substantive interests and range from field studies to surveys of classroom
students to analyses of official records. Basic research issues as well as applied
policy issues are examined. The volume includes field research, survey research,
program evaluation, and records research. In addition, these chapters reflect
an interest in gender, in minorities, and in improving criminal justice system
interventions. Several researchers whose work is presented here have also used
the platform of Federal funding to examine issues well beyond the scope of
their initial grant, enhancing our knowledge of gangs as well as leveraging
scarce Federal research dollars in important ways. In all, this is a broad-based
collection of studies that will be useful to policymakers, practitioners, and
researchers. The impressive basic and applied work that appears here adds to
what we know about gangs and may affect what we do about gangs. This
research should help lay the foundation for the research and intervention
agenda for the next decade.

This introduction summarizes the chapters that follow and offers a sub-
stantive, methodological, and policy response to each. The summaries attempt
to place the research in the broader context of research on gangs, delinquency,
and juvenile justice. The introduction then turns to an examination of areas of
research that need more attention and concludes by identifying potential future
directions and offering some methodological suggestions for gang research.

Summaries of the Research Projects

The best of the research projects in this volume combine a strong con-
ceptual focus with a sound methodology. Because N1J funded most of these
projects, it follows that they have a singular focus on policy or program evalu-
ation. What sets the best of these projects apart, however, is their breadth of
focus, strong commitment to sound methodologies, and ability to identify
both basic and applied research questions.
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The dominant paradigm in research is that a basic or scientific research
question must be identified. This leads to the choice of appropriate methodolo-
gies that attempt to rule out rival hypotheses, controlling for threats to internal
and external validity. Data are collected, controls applied, and analyses con-
ducted. This is the prototypical scientific model, in which theoretical questions
guide research about basic scientific questions, which, in turn, produces find-
ings that lead to policies, programs, or interventions. In the pure form of this
model, a researcher would begin with a question about gang behavior derived
from the literature, formulate hypotheses about how gangs and their members
behave, and then test those hypotheses in various ways. Following several suc-
cessful tests of the hypotheses, a second researcher or research team may decide
to determine whether the basic research findings can change the behavior of
individual gang members or gangs. This process, which may last several years
or decades, may result in suggestions for program or policy intervention.

Unfortunately, however, such an approach is not feasible in practice.
Policymakers simply do not have the luxury of waiting 10 or 20 years for an
answer to the “gang problem.” In many American cities, gang violence has so
disrupted the social fabric of some neighborhoods that socialization, employ-
ment, and education can no longer work successfully. Without overdramatizing
the extent to which this is true, one need only look at such cities as Chicago,
Los Angeles, and St. Louis, where gangs are responsible for more than 25 per-
cent of all homicides and assaults. The reality of gang violence has placed a
significant amount of pressure on those who fund Federal intervention and
research programs to “do something.” The question, of course, is what to
do. This volume documents many of the responses to gangs as well as some
of the research about the impact of such responses (see exhibit 1).

Reducing Gang Violence in Boston

In a review of his tenure at the National Institute of Justice, a former
director said that funding the research on Boston’s Operation Ceasefire was
one of the most substantive investments that the Institute had made during
that time (Travis and Blumstein 2000). Anthony A. Braga and David M.
Kennedy’s “Reducing Gang Violence in Boston” (chapter 9) provides ample
evidence to support that claim. As noted above, the strongest research com-
bines a basic and applied focus with a strong methodology. The body of
research on Operation Ceasefire has all of these attributes. Its strongest fea-
ture is its commitment to the problem-solving process. Braga and Kennedy
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engaged a broad array of local, State, and Federal justice officials, as well as
community and neighborhood leaders, in a data-driven effort to craft a more
effective and efficient response to youth violence. This intense effort ultimate-
ly led to a focus on gang violence. Braga and Kennedy’s dogged commitment
to focus on data and analysis may be the longest lasting contribution of this
research.

The early stages of this research had a stronger qualitative and descriptive
focus, as would be appropriate in the early stages of a problem-solving model.
As rates of gun homicide in Boston decreased, however, a new research ques-
tion emerged: how to explain the precipitous and unprecedented decline in
gun homicides. The research process addressed this key issue later in the proj-
ect, providing time-series evidence that the intervention and the decline were
indeed linked statistically. This illustrates another strength of the research: that
it was flexible and farsighted enough to adapt to the project’s emerging needs.
The growth of the project over time, from its initial problem-solving focus on
guns and youth, and its integration of divergent constituent groups are exam-
ples of how research can influence policy.

Braga and Kennedy’s youth gang and youth violence research has also
contributed to our conceptual understanding of deterrence. The search for
the appropriate “levers” to pull to ensure compliance with criminal justice
mandates remains a long-lasting addition to our knowledge about this process.
Braga and Kennedy stress that the threat of criminal sanctions will not be an
effective deterrent unless it reaches those individuals least likely to be reached
by public messages. It is ironic that a project initially funded to understand
and respond to youth violence and lead to a focus on gang violence has as yet
provided less direct knowledge about gangs than about the process of address-
ing the broader issue of youth violence.

Gang Programs for Young Women

Among the many gaps in our knowledge of gangs, perhaps none looms
larger than the paucity of research on young women and gangs. Two of the
chapters in this volume address this crucial issue directly. Although we know
too little about young women and gangs, we know even less about program-
ming for gang girls. Katherine Williams, G. David Curry, and Marcia I. Cohen’s
“Gang Prevention Programs for Female Adolescents: An Evaluation” (chapter
8) attempts to address the second of these issues. The research presented here
summarizes an evaluation of gang programming targeted to young women in
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Boston, Pueblo (Colorado), and Seattle and supported by HHS’s Family and
Youth Services Bureau. The choice of these diverse cities served to maximize
the variation in ethnicity among the young female gang members studied. For
this reason, the results of this study should have been able to shed light on
both process and impact issues.

The description of the research process is a textbook example of what can
go wrong in program evaluation. The proposed randomization could not be
fully implemented, the control groups of matched individuals could not be
successfully constructed, the dropout rates in the control and program groups
were large and unequal, the number of subjects in the program group was
often too small for meaningful analysis, and the nature of the intervention
changed from the initial plan. None of these shortcomings was directly the
fault of the research team; indeed, the team had negotiated access to the pro-
grams and had fostered agreement among the agencies on a process of assign-
ing individuals to control and treatment groups. In addition, the agencies
were receiving Federal funding to support their programs, often a predicate
for participation in an evaluation.

The research reported here is the result of both process and outcome
evaluations. In the Boston and Seattle sites, few goals of the initial research
design could be implemented because of low participation rates, high dropout
rates among those who did participate, and the changing nature of the pro-
gram. Despite these obstacles, the research team produced a process evalua-
tion of those two sites that should be required reading both for those involved
in program evaluation and for those who would fund such evaluations. It iden-
tifies the myriad factors in program design and delivery that can frustrate an
outcome evaluation. The research produced an outcome evaluation of the pro-
gram in Pueblo, and the results of that intervention were mixed with regard
to the program’s success.

This chapter leaves many unanswered questions about the state of pro-
gramming for young women in gangs. Among the key questions that cannot
yet be assessed are the following:

m  What is the extent of programming for young women in gangs?

m Do female gang members need programming different from that for their
male counterparts?
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m Do female gang members need programming different from that for
young women who are not gang members but are involved in other
forms of serious misconduct and delinquency?

m  Can programming for female gang members operate independently of
other interventions for gang members?

m  Can programming for female gang members operate independently of
other interventions for young women who engage in other forms of
serious misconduct and delinquency?

m  Which types of programming are most successful in reducing the involve-
ment of female gang members in serious misconduct and delinquency?

The chapter begins to fill in some of the gaps that must be addressed in
developing, implementing, and evaluating programs targeted to young women
in gangs. Unfortunately, such programs often have mirrored programming
for youth in general, thereby preventing the research team from answering
these questions and from providing firmer guidance to others interested in
the answers.

Trends in Youth Gang Homicides

Few topics in the area of gang research have attracted as much attention
as gang homicide. Past research has focused on the correlates of gang homi-
cides, the definitions of gang homicide, trends in gang homicides, and the
differences between gang and nongang homicide. Cheryl L. Maxson, G. David
Curry, and James C. Howell have all made important contributions to the
past literature on this topic, so their current work (chapter 4 in this volume)
is a welcome addition to an already large body of literature. Given the already
impressive body of knowledge on gang homicide—much of it produced by
these three coauthors—can anything new be said on the subject? The answer
is a resounding yes.

“Youth Gang Homicides in the United States in the 1990s” carefully
examines three issues of critical importance to the understanding of gang
homicide: measurement, trends, and correlates. The measurement issue, as
Maxson and her colleagues demonstrate, is central to understanding gang
homicide and gang crime in general. Depending on whether one applies a
““gang membership” definition (as the Los Angeles Police Department does)
or a “gang motivated” definition (as the Chicago Police Department does),



Chapter 1

one ends up with estimates of the volume of gang crime that are “twice as
great” or “half as great” (Maxson and Klein 1990; Maxson, Gordon, and Klein
1985). Since respondents to the National Youth Gang Center’s (NYGC’s)
annual survey (which the authors used as a data source) are given guidance
on which crimes are to be classified as gang crimes, there is reason to believe
that the data have at least some validity.

Yet this chapter also stresses that even such guidance does not always result
in valid estimates of the number of gang homicides. The authors compare
NYGC estimates with estimates found by other researchers and find modest
levels of convergence for Chicago and Los Angeles data. Although this conver-
gence is encouraging, it probably represents the best-case scenario, as Chicago
and Los Angeles have been using a formal definition to classify gang-related
crimes for a longer time than most cities have. The findings suggest that for
smaller jurisdictions or cities where the gang problem emerged in the past
decade, the validity of even homicide data may leave much to be desired.

An important finding of this research is the decline in gang homicides
observed at the end of the 1990s. The decline in homicide has been chroni-
cled in various sources (Blumstein and Wallman 2000). It is encouraging
to see documentation that gang homicides followed this decline, albeit later
in the decade and at a somewhat slower pace. If the trend continues, it will
have major implications for policymakers and practitioners. A decline in
gang homicides may signal a decline in the level of gang activity, gang mem-
bership, gang violence, or all three. Researchers are advised to track such
trends in their jurisdictions and use the data to help map policy and
problem-solving responses.

The section on correlates of gang homicide is the most intriguing, but
least developed, part of the paper. Owing to the limited number of years of
data available, it is not possible to examine a time-series analysis of the corre-
lates of the decline in gang homicides. Yet Maxson and her colleagues report
that the size of a jurisdiction and the magnitude of the reported gang prob-
lem (as measured by the number of gangs and gang members) are likely cor-
relates of gang homicide. Although this finding is based on a small number
of years, it is likely to persist through time-series analyses. This likelihood
suggests a pattern of gang homicides that will invite closer scrutiny from
researchers over the next decade, as more data become available. In addition,
gang homicide may be a sentinel for other problems in a community and
bears watching for other reasons. The utility of NYGC data has been validated
by this paper.
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Evaluating G.R.E.A.T.

The American response to youth problems has seldom been based on
a clear conceptual model that has strong empirical support. As Gottfredson
(1997) notes, a host of “feel good” programs attempt to prevent problems
before they emerge or worsen. Much of what passes as school-based prevention
falls into this category of well-meaning but low-impact programs. Since 1998,
the U.S. Department of Education has worked to promote the use of effective
programs. “National Evaluation of the Gang Resistance Education and Training
(G.R.E.A.T.) Program,” by Finn-Aage Esbensen and his colleagues (presented
in chapter 5), reflects a large-scale research effort to evaluate the success of the
Gang Resistance Education and Training (G.R.E.A.T.) program. Oversight
for G.R.E.A.T. is currently provided by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and
Firearms (ATF), the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, and represen-
tatives from five local law enforcement agencies (Phoenix; Portland, Oregon;
Philadelphia; La Crosse, Wisconsin; and Orange County, Florida). It is offered
in more than 2,100 schools to more than 340,000 students nationwide.
G.R.E.A.T. is a classroom-based program of instruction that consists of eight
lessons delivered in nine sessions designed to teach (primarily) middle school
students life skills that will enable them to resist the pressures of gangs,
drugs, and delinquency. It is essentially a cognitive program that depends on
teaching students facts and offering suggestions about how to respond to
situations they may encounter. As such, it resembles the Drug Abuse Resistance
Education (D.A.R.E.®) program.

The evaluation team chose the opportunity to evaluate G.R.E.A.T. to
enhance knowledge of gangs, delinquency, and the risk and resiliency factors
related to involvement (or noninvolvement) in gangs or delinquency. The
team proposed a theory-driven evaluation, that is, a research process in which
key theoretical questions about the nature of gangs and gang behavior are
assessed. In addition to providing information on the impact of the G.R.E.A.T.
program, this study generated an extensive and impressive body of research
during the evaluation.* The careful attention to data collection, concern for
measurement issues, and large and diverse sample should furnish information
about gangs and delinquency for the next decade. The theory-driven nature
of the evaluation suggests that the research team was also attentive to the con-
ceptual issues involved in the intervention, a strength also noted in Boston’s
Operation Ceasefire research. Gang programs are evaluated too infrequently,
and evaluated well even less frequently. When evaluations of large-scale pro-
grams are conducted as well as this one was, they will offer hope for the
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future of evaluation research. The broad perspective on evaluation research
held by Esbensen and his colleagues argues that such a view should be
required by funding agencies in the future.

The results of the evaluation are interesting in themselves. The initial
cross-sectional results suggested that G.R.E.A.T. had an impact on increasing
students’ knowledge of how to stay out of trouble and on reducing self-reported
delinquency and adolescent misbehavior. These findings exceeded appropriate
levels of statistical significance and caused a stir among the research team and
many gang researchers. How could a nine-session program delivered by a none-
ducator pay such dividends? The answer came shortly thereafter, when more
powerful and appropriate longitudinal results were made available. As expect-
ed, few differences were found between the control and program groups over
time, and program effects diminished. The longitudinal evaluation did produce
favorable results, however. In this phase of the study, the researchers used a
quasi-experimental design and a sophisticated multivariate statistical analysis
strategy—hierarchical linear modeling. The result was a number of small but
important differences between students who participated in the G.R.E.A.T.
program and those who did not. All these favorable outcomes, which could
not have occurred by chance, emerged 3 or 4 years after program completion.
They constitute important evidence of the utility of such programs.

When the initial cross-sectional results were reported, the program did not
appear to have favorable effects. Then a surprising thing happened. Evaluation
researchers do not look forward to telling program officials that the program
simply did not produce the desired results despite the commitment of pro-
gram staff to the welfare of participants. When ATF received the results of the
evaluation, it contracted with the researchers to convene a process that would
bring gang researchers, G.R.E.A.T. trainers, curriculum experts, and educators
together to redesign the curriculum. That process is currently underway, and
ATF remains committed to conducting a full-scale process and impact evalua-
tion of the newly designed curriculum.

Mapping Gang Activity

James W. Meeker and Bryan J. Vila are one of the most productive gang
research teams.? The significance of their work in Orange County, California,
which was initially funded by NIJ in 1996, is highlighted by the demographic
characteristics of that county, a diverse and rapidly changing environment for

12
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youth gangs. As in many communities in the early 1990s, it was unclear whether
the public hysteria in Orange County over youth gangs reflected the reality
of the gang problem. Such circumstances are rife with the potential to create
what Huff (1990) identifies as overreaction and misidentification. Under such
circumstances, the public pressures law enforcement to “do something” about
gangs. Law enforcement rarely requires much motivation to identify and sup-
press gangs; it casts a net so wide that many believe it overcriminalizes youths
(particularly minority youths) and defines the problem so broadly that it can-
not deal with it successfully. This research was undertaken in partnership with
law enforcement in an attempt to circumvent these problems.

Like the best of the research in this volume, the study by Meeker, Vila,
and Katie J.B. Parsons combines a focus on applied policy issues with a larger
concern with basic research issues about gangs. “Developing a GIS-Based
Regional Gang Incident Tracking System” (chapter 10 in this volume)
describes the evolution of a collaborative process between the University of
California—Irvine research team and local law enforcement. The paper is vir-
tually a textbook description of the dilemmas encountered when working
with multiple law enforcement agencies to arrive at common definitions of
gangs, gang members, and gang incidents. The process by which these defini-
tions were negotiated, implemented, and tested is described in considerable
detail and serves as a useful blueprint for other researcher-practitioner teams
planning to engage in a similar process.

At first reading, it would appear that the research team’s primary contribu-
tion was to develop a management information system that combined sophis-
ticated mapping and analytic capabilities. Such a reading, however, would miss
the key ingredients of the collaborative process that led researchers to help
law enforcement frame both strategic and tactical questions. This was possible
only through the use of multiple methods of data collection and analysis. Like
the process employed in Operation Ceasefire in Boston, data analysis here was
continually fed back to the law enforcement partners in Orange County, whose
input into measurement, data collection, and analysis was a key component
of the project. Because of the essential nature of the collaboration, it is impor-
tant to track the longevity of this working group. Whether such collaboration
lasts is a key question raised about many such groups. The extent to which the
researcher-practitioner partnership outlives the grant is an important measure
of institutionalization.
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Chapter 1

Evaluating Nevada’s Antigang Legislation

A common refrain in this review of NI1J-funded gang research is that a
particular topic has received too little scrutiny. The same can be said of the
legislative and prosecutorial responses to gangs. Both the Orange County study
and the work of Terance D. Miethe and Richard C. McCorkle in Nevada were
motivated by interest in, and concern with, overreaction to, and misidentifica-
tion of gangs. “Evaluating Nevada’s Antigang Legislation and Gang Prosecution
Units” (found in chapter 6) examines the evolution of Nevada’s specialized
gang legislation and how it is being implemented in that State’s two largest
counties (Clark and Washoe, which contain Las Vegas and Reno, respectively).
Miethe and McCorkle employed multiple methods, including content analy-
ses of public hearings and records, statistical analyses of court cases, and field
observations and interviews with criminal justice officials. Their research gets
to the heart of the issue of responding to gangs and gang crime, as legislative
responses can help frame the overall criminal justice response.

When a legislature responds in an overly punitive manner, extending the
reach of the criminal justice system beyond what a “rational” analysis of the
gang problem would dictate, the system will adapt appropriately. Miethe and
McCorkle document this process quite effectively. Ironically, Nevada’s gang
legislation was used by prosecutors most often for minor firearms offenses
(such as “aiming” a firearm) and less commonly against more serious and
common instances of gang crime such as driveby shootings. Equally impor-
tant, they find that after controlling for case and offender characteristics, con-
viction and incarceration rates of specialized units are remarkably similar to
those of nonspecialized units. The researchers do note, however, that the
threat of such prosecutions may have played a role in defendants’ deciding
to plead guilty to other charges.

One key question that law enforcement must face is whether special laws,
law enforcement units, prosecution units, or sentencing enhancements are a
necessary response to gang crime. Miethe and McCorkle conclude that special-
ized units may not be necessary, as they produce little more than the “typical”
approaches to crime with regard to sentence length and probability of incarcer-
ation. When combined with work by Klein (1995a), which suggests that spe-
cialized gang enforcement units add little to enforcement beyond traditional
approaches, the strong implication is that specialized approaches have little
to recommend them. Although this implication raises obvious and important
questions for the criminal justice system, it must also cause researchers to assess
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whether gang crime is different from other crime. If it is not, it may be appro-
priate to reassess whether using “gang” as a category is a meaningful approach.

Young Women in Gangs

Despite the veritable explosion of gang research in the past decade, insuf-
ficient attention has been paid to female gangs and gang members. Jody
Miller’s paper, “Young Women in Street Gangs: Risk Factors, Delinquency,
and Victimization Risk (chapter 3), helps to correct that deficiency. Using
field interviewing techniques, Miller interviewed 94 young women from
Columbus, Ohio, and St. Louis, Missouri. The approach called for interviews
of both gang members and nonmembers to assess the reasons for joining gangs,
the meaning and nature of gang life, and the impact of gender on these issues.
Miller cites the role of neighborhoods, serious family problems, and gang-
involved family members as three critical factors that influenced the decisions
of young women she studied to join gangs. Indeed, these three factors were
critical in differentiating gang members from nonmembers on a variety of
measures. Interestingly, Miller reports considerable variation among female
gang members with regard to such factors as participation in delinquency
and violence and victimization experiences.

It is one thing to conduct research on young women and quite another
to consider the role of gender in their lives. Miller does a masterful job of
explaining the role of gender in gang life, particularly as regards victimization
experiences.® The findings presented here clearly support the argument that
gang membership increases young women'’s risk of victimization. This was less
true for risk of sexual assault victimization, which gang members and nonmem-
bers experienced at roughly similar rates, but important differences were found
between gang members and nonmembers for other forms of victimization,
particularly assaults. Although it increased their exposure to violence and vic-
timization, the gang was also viewed by its members as a source of strength,
owing to the protection it provided for members. Ironically, they saw the
association with male gang members as providing such protection, particular-
ly against sexual violence, because such exploitation occurred primarily in the
content of the family.

Although this research addresses more basic research issues, the implica-
tions for policy are clear and significant. Gang membership shows as much
variation for young women as it does for men, suggesting that a monolithic
intervention is unlikely to be successful. In addition, gang membership creates
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substantial crime victimization risks for young women, which, in turn, solidify
their ties to the gang. Designing interventions that address these factors is a
major challenge for the next decade of gang research.

A Task Force Approach

The use of task forces to respond to drug, gang, and gun problems is not
new in law enforcement. In “Evaluation of a Task Force Approach to Gangs”
(chapter 7 of this volume), Susan Pennell and Roni Melton document such an
approach, initiated in San Diego County, California, in 1988. This task force,
known as JUDGE (Jurisdictions Unified for Drug Gang Enforcement), included
representatives from law enforcement, probation, parole, the State’s narcotics
enforcement agency, the district attorney, and the local department of social
services, in an